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Field Notes:

July 24, 2000

Managing moisture for plants:
By: Dr. Ernie Flint, Area Agent/Agriculture
After the experiences of last week when isolated showers benefited a few, it seems that
we may be about to take our turn at living without rain for a while. For most of us, this is the
time when we try drastic measures to save our precious plants from death by dehydration. There
are a few ideas that may help in some instances. Many of these are things you have heard
before, but a quick reminder can’t hurt.
When the soil becomes really dry as it is now, superficial watering with the garden hose
may help for a little while but in many ways it is futile. Sprinkler irrigation has its shortcomings
as well, especially for vegetable plants and shrubs.
Experience in arid climates has shown that some form of drip irrigation is the best way to
get the maximum effect from small amounts of irrigation water. Systems have been designed for
many applications from row crops to tree fruit production. These systems can be very elaborate,
and can be very expensive.
Since our experience with low rainfall will hopefully be short-lived, we can take
advantage of drip irrigation without the need for spending large sums of money. A few of you
have already discovered some of these ideas; hopefully more will take advantage of the simple
things as a way of growing good plants and conserving water.

About the simplest method is what I call “bottle watering.” It requires nothing more than
a collection of discarded liquid containers like milk or soda bottles. Just cut a hole in the bottom
of the container and punch a tiny drip hole in the cap. Test the drip rate of the hole by filling and
turning the cap down. You should only get drops rather than a steady stream of water. Dig a
shallow hole about a foot from the stem of each plant and bury the container with the cap down.
Fill the container through the hole you have made in the bottom and leave it alone for a day or
so. When you go back, the water should be gone and you can refill.
This bottle watering method lets water reach plant roots rather than being tied up in the
soil or run off on the surface, and it allows the maximum amount of moisture to be taken up by
roots. When you refill the bottle, you will probably find that the water disappears more slowly
the second or third filling since the soil around the bottle has become saturated, slowing the rate
of flow.
Roots will actually grow toward the new supply of moisture, forming new pathways for
the needed water to reach the plant. This method actually presents the problem of having roots
grow into the tiny opening you have made for water to come out, making it somewhat
troublesome for commercial use. When you notice that water is not being removed from the
bottle, you may need to pull the container from the soil and reopen the orifice.
For those who can’t stand the thought of the unsightly bottles in your beautiful landscape,
simply bury the bottle a little deeper and cover it’s sides with mulch, and place it on the back
side of the plant stem to make it more difficult to see. By the way, mulch is another great way
to conserve moisture by slowing the rate of evaporation from the soil surface.
An added possibility of this watering method is that you can “fertigate” your plants by
filling the bottle with a very weak fertilizer solution rather than pure water. When you do this be

very careful about keeping the concentration very low to prevent burning plants. A teaspoon of
fertilizer will go a very long way when applied this way. I have seen some of you more
innovative gardeners actually filling the container with loose compost, thereby allowing water to
carry nutrients from the compost material to the plant roots. When this is done however, the
container cannot hold as much water and you are back to watering almost as often as you were.
In vegetable gardens this method can easily be used for plants grown individually like
tomato, cucumber, melons, squash, etc., but for those grown in rows the best method may be a
soaker hose connected to a large container which is filled periodically as moisture and fruiting
conditions require. This “barrel method” is best for crops like beans, peas, corn, okra, etc.
Of course, these things are only applicable to the small-scale gardener or homeowner, although I
have seen bottles used on commercial tomatoes as a substitute for a system that might cost
hundreds of dollars.
The objective of all this is twofold; first to help you continue growing good plants in your
landscape or garden, and second to conserve water during this very dry period. We have not yet
been asked to cut our usage of water as have other areas, but should this dry trend continue for a
few more weeks we may see these measures taken. Even if this does happen you can still fill
the containers with “used” water like dishwater or bathwater. If you think this is crazy ask
someone who lives in the southwestern part of the country.
Don’t ask for publications on this subject because as far as I can tell they don’t exist.
You may be able to devise even better methods than I have described, if so give me a call so I
can share the “technology” with others.

